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renunciation, charity, poverty and contemplation is Do-better.
Yet there is a still higher ideal. The man who has renounced
all may be called back into active life, to rule and direct others.
The episcopal ideal is higher than the monastic or clerkly
ideal: it is Do-best. All this needs explaining to-day; in the
Fourteenth Century it was well understood.
Now in modern England we all profess enthusiastic admira-
tion for Do-welL And some few persons might even be found
who would spare a kind word for Archbishop Do-best. But
the very ideal of the voluntary poverty of the recluse has
largely dropped out of our lives. Despite the efforts of
individuals, from Nicholas Ferrar onwards, to revive 'the
silence of prayer and the solitude of contemplation', our
sympathies have been narrow during the past four centuries.
Tennyson, I doubt not, was a more spiritually minded man
than the tough Sir Thomas Mallory. But to Mallory it is
quite natural that Percivale, having seen the marvels of the
Sangreal, should ctake a religious clothing5. Tennyson's Arthur
does not conceal his distress because Percivale leaves human
wrongs to right themselves, and 'cares but to pass into the
silent life'. To Tennyson, the later Middle Ages are ca time that
hover'd between war and wantonness3. Yet abroad, it was the
time of the great mystics and of the Imitation of Christ^ in England
of Langland and Walter Hilton and Dame Julian of Norwich.
And the difficulty that we modern English feel in grasping the
frame of mind which places complete self-abnegation and
contemplation above the virtuous and energetic Active Life, is
one of the obstacles which have stood in the way of an under-
standing of Piers Plowman as a whole. But the Middle Ages
had no doubt that the Contemplative Mary had chosen her
part better even than the Active Martha. Yet the Middle
Ages at the same time recognized that only a few have the call
to the Life Contemplative, and that, of those few, some are
compelled by duty to mingle worldly cares with the life of the
spirit, and so must perforce live the Mixed Life of both Activity
and Contemplation.
In view of the preference which medieval writers give to
Mary over Martha, we might expect the Mixed Life to be
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